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Last in a series
o n cou n terfeits o f salvation

I

(A.D. 1079-1142), who has rightly
been depicted as a “free thinker”
who “sought to understand faith by
the use o f reason.”1This humanistic
emphasis produced views on the
Trinity that were unacceptable to
the church, which condem ned them
at the Council o f Soissons in A.D.
1121. Twenty years later, several
prop osition s selected from A be
lard’s work were condem ned at the
Council o f Sens (A.D. 1141). His
views on the atonem ent have
rightly been regarded as equally
unscriptural.

t sounds so good! The “moral
influence theory” o f the atone
ment. W ho can possibly be
against m oral influence? Not
Christian parents. Not the firstgrade teacher in your local elemen
tary school. Not the Sunday school
teacher in your community church.
Surely not your pastor!
Why, then, does your Adventist
Theological Society theologian show
signs o f distress when “moral influ
ence” is linked with “theory” in an
exposition o f the atonement?
Essentially because it is a coun
terfeit that, am ong other things,
denies the substitutionary death o f
Christ. It deserves a close— though,
in this case, a brief— look.
Historically, the moral influence
theory goes back to Peter Abelard

* Gerhard Hasel was J. N. Andrews
Professor o f Old Testament and Bib
lical Theology at the Seventh-day
Adventist Theological Seminary in
Berrien Springs, Michigan.
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The Theory’s Appeal

room for judgment, destruction o f
the sinner, and the wrath o f God.
Though G od’s wrath also has been
so expanded that it leaves no room
for His love, the biblical concept o f
wrath (Rom. 1:18; Eph. 5:6; Col. 3:6)
can hardly be dismissed as a reflec
tion o f primitive thinking, an out
dated view o f God, or even nonbiblical thinking that has crept within
the inspired pages.
The first Christian heretic, Marcion (2nd century), wanted to
exclude all books o f the Bible that
depict a G od o f wrath.4 The cen
turies have seen other such attempts,
but G od’s wrath is intrinsic to the
salvation and atonement process.
It is hardly a mere figure o f
speech that ascribes human em o
tions to God. However, His wrath is
not the “irrational passion o f anger”5
nor is it vindictive. Rather, it is G od’s
holy judgment on sin, its power, and
ugliness. This destruction is the
“alien” act o f G od (Isa. 28:21).
G od ’s wrath, then, is to be under
stood in relation to His love and
holiness, both essential characteris
tics o f His being. Therefore, wrath is
the expression o f G od toward that
which is opposed to His love and
holiness. Unless wrath is a part o f
G od’s reality, there is no need for
atonement and substitution or the
cross. Here is the reason liberal the
ology has changed and reinterpreted
these essential biblical concepts.
The second problem with the

In its various permutations, the
moral influence theory has undeni
able appeal, “especially am ong
scholars o f the liberal school.”2 Its
overarching theme is built on the
love o f God. “When we look at the
cross,” says a proponent o f the the
ory, “we see the greatness o f the
divine love, . . .[which] delivers us
from fear and kindles in us an
answering love. We respond to love
with love and no longer live in self
ishness and sin.”3As a consequence,
the believer is seen as a friend o f G od
and thus no longer as a servant.
The essence o f the theory, then, is
the manifestation o f love in the
death o f Christ that moves the sin
ner to repentance and faith as well as
higher moral achievements. To be
sure, this subjective aspect has its
place in a full view o f the atonement.
What can be wrong with such a
loving concept?
In whatever way it is expressed,
the moral influence theory typically
denies the substitutionary death o f
Christ for humankind. Often these
“bloody” biblical pictures are viewed
as primitive ideas that moderns can
and should shed in this advanced age.

Evaluating the Theory
Briefly, and without considering
all the th eory’s various forms or all
its difficulties, let’s note three prob
lems. First, the theory emphasizes an
expansive kind o f love that leaves no
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history as the One who dies the sub
stitutionary death o f the Servant o f
G od o f Isaiah 53.9
Matthew 20:28 speaks o f “the Son
o f Man [who] came not to be served
but to serve, and to give his life a
ransom for many” (NRSV). The
substitutionary death concept is
present once again, with “for many”
referring to the whole o f humankind
without limitation, as is also the case
in Isaiah 53:12 (referred to also in
John 1:29). Christ died for all— the
technical sense o f “many”— but
unfortunately only a few accept what
He did for them.
Fourth, if Christ died on the cross
as merely an example to inspire
humanity to emulate His love (as is
held by those who hold in some
form or another to the moral influ
ence theory), then the entire biblical
idea o f an objective death o f Christ,
necessary to solve the sin problem, is
nullified. The real essence o f the
death o f Christ is His vicarious and
substitutionary work as the Godman, living the obedient life we
ought to live and dying the death as
the penalty for sin we ought to die.
His achievements in His life and
death are ours by faith in Him.
Christ did what no human could
ever do. And in so doing, He dem on
strated the paucity o f the moral
influence theory, either to reveal
fully the height and depth and
breadth o f His love or the terrible
dimensions o f His wrath.

moral influence theory lies in the
New Testament concept o f propitia
tion, which goes beyond love to
another dim ension o f the atone
m ent achieved by G od through
Christ, namely, divine wrath (Rom.
3:25; 1 John 2:2; 4:10). The love o f
G od certainly shines through the
sacrifice o f Christ at every stage. It
surely speaks o f love to arouse love
in the believer.6 However, propitia
tion includes the idea o f averting
the “wrath o f G od.”7 Not that “an
angry god may be appeased by sac
rifice: for G od him self provides the
means o f propitiation and justifica
tion.”8
The third problem with the theory
is that the entire biblical concept o f
an objective, substitutionary death o f
Christ in behalf o f humanity argues
against the th eory’s adequacy for
explaining what was achieved in the
sacrificial death o f Christ. Christ died
on the cross for reasons other than
being just an example. If He was not
actually doing something by His
death, we are confronted with a piece
o f showmanship, a Shakespearean
drama, nothing more. But Christ
really died in the place o f and on
behalf o f sinners, regardless o f how
sinners relate to it.
In Mark 14:24, Jesus institutes the
L ord’s Supper by saying, “‘This is my
b lo o d o f the covenant, which is
poured out for m any’” (NRSV). By
the phrase “for many,” Jesus projects
Him self on the pages o f salvation
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Let's see, how can we sell you on PD?
Raise the price?

Maybe. The owner of The Fort, a restaurant in Denver, Colorado, offered buf
falo tongue as an appetizer. No one would buy it at $1.95. So he raised the price
to $6, imposed a limit of two per customer, and “
sold out in nothing flat.”
Let’
s see: Perspective Digest for $29.95 a year and don’
t try for three! Forget it.

What then?

Our readers say that PD speaks for itself. And it says “
Read me!”
Of course, PD’
s not for everyone. You gotta be intelligent. Able to read. Know
the difference between write and rong. Have a sense of humor. Be serious about
your church. Be stimulated by theology. Have your priorities straight. And want,
with all your heart, to “
grow in grace, and in the knowledge of our Lord and Sav
iour Jesus Christ.”
If you fit in this profile, call April Younker at (616) 471-1704. Tell her you’
re
sold on PD and want a year’
s sub for $7.95, or three gift subs for only $21. Offer
ends December 15,1999.
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